what the subject has selected for preservation. For the act of remembrance is a choosing, a highlighting, a shaping, an enshrinement (even when it hurts). A life story is not simply that which has escaped forgetting."
2 It is of interest to note here that diary-keeping and journaling was a common practice prior to and during World War Two and is a rich source of knowledge about the experiences of those who lived during this traumatic time.
Historian James Hinton examined the diaries of Nella Last and eight other Mass
Observation diarists in his book entitled Nine Wartime Lives and argued:
They were people on a quest, looking for meaning and purpose in their lives beyond the mundane satisfactions of everyday life, feeling a need to participate in society not only as members of families and friendship networks, consumers, and workers, but also as active citizens making a voluntary contribution to the greater social good.
Observation. He noted, "Their stories can be read as testimony either to the long after-life of Victorian notions of 'character,' or as skirmishes in a struggle for female equality in the intimate sphere."
4 After researching Nella's life story and reading her diary entries, Hinton concluded that regardless of Nella's achievements and progress in self-development, her inability to gain autonomy was caused by her "weak streak," and this was the reason she remained with her husband, Will. 5 In regard to this Hinton wrote:
Nella Last, for all the vigour of her self-assertions, remained trapped in her unsuitable marriage, fearful that whatever gains she had made would not outlast the war. It would be, she believed, for the next generation to establish autonomy which her 'weak streak' had prevented her from laying down earlier in her own marriage.
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I argue that rather than answering to the call of "dutiful active citizenship,"
Nella used the diary she submitted to Mass-Observation as a survival strategy in a twofold way: to help her live through the war and control the great fear that her youngest son, Cliff, would be killed in combat as well as to aid her in avoiding a second nervous breakdown. 7 In addition, I argue that Nella's diary became a multifunctional tool she employed as a confidant as well as a record of the development of independence and self-identity she gained through volunteerism in the war effort and participation in the Mass-Observation project. It was through these two avenues that Nella Last, wife and mother, did achieve independence and autonomy: the ability to depend on one's self and govern one's self.
The repression and isolation of Nella by her husband, Will Last, resulted in continual health problems and a complete nervous breakdown in the years prior to the war. Through the examination of Nella's diary, her thoughts and feelings can be observed as she records sad and happy times, cruel repression from her husband and times of self-victory, the relentless fear of losing her sons through Nella's health problems had haunted her throughout her marriage with a long list of reoccurring symptoms that seemed to be random, but intense when they appeared: heart trouble, anxiety, vomiting, the inability to eat, and extreme frustration. In 1937 and 1938, Nella suffered a complete nervous breakdown that affected her ability to walk. Initially, the diagnosis of her ailment was multiple sclerosis, but new medical knowledge had recently surfaced that suggested symptoms such as Nella's were not always physical, but sometimes psychological.
Nella's ongoing physical problems had puzzled Dr. Millar, her general practitioner, due to the fact that she was strong and had basic good health as well as a healthy lifestyle. For some time, the doctor suspected that his patient's problems were emotional rather than physical, because of different experiences she shared in the privacy of the doctor/patient relationship. Dr. Millar decided his only alternative in saving the health of his patient was to visit her home and confront Will about Nella's condition. Dr. Millar openly challenged Will, saying, "Do you know the meaning of repression? ...What would happen to a kettle if you put a cork in the spout and tied the lid down tight and yet kept it at boiling point?"
13 From this juncture, the doctor had finally broken through the barrier he had heretofore been unable to penetrate because of Nella's inability to understand the cycle of health problems she was experiencing was due to the continual emotional and mental assault by her husband that resulted in physical problems. The doctor counseled his patient to go out and enjoy the company of friends. He also encouraged Nella to overcome the Victorian notion that her husband could not prepare food for himself if she was not at home. Nella and the doctor had finally made a breakthrough in the long years of physical and emotional suffering. Dr.
Millar warned his patient that if she continued to stay at home in the repression and isolation that had wrapped around her life like a cocoon she would indeed suffer another nervous breakdown. Life for the forty-nine-year-old housewife and mother changed as she began to work through the emotional and physical trauma with voluntary war-work and the self-therapy she was receiving through her Mass-
The entries in Nella's diary bear witness to the fact that she followed the advice of her doctor and made great strides in an effort to get out of the house and among other people as well as work to transform her life with voluntary work at the Women's Voluntary Service (WVS), and Hospital Supply, also called 'the Centre.' In this position Nella and other women who volunteered worked together to mend old donated clothing and turn them into blankets for sailors. Raffles were held daily to garner money to buy wool for volunteers at the 'Centre' to knit into articles of clothing for sailors. The transition from being essentially housebound and isolated to being in a highly public and active place was a large emotional and physical step; however, Nella's efforts to take positive actions resulted in the beginning of transformations that would change the course of her life.
Voluntary wartime work acted as a catharsis for Nella who was struggling not only with her own fears, but with the growing fear of German invasion that the Arthur (my older boy) thinks it's a 'wonderful philosophy' of mine to try and 'take each day as it comes and do the best I can with it', but it's not, it's just a kind of fear to look ahead. I'm just a woman who sees all the simple joys turning into luxuries that no amount of money could buy.
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This was indeed a difficult time in Nella's life, for she knew that to return to living in a controlled and isolated environment would be disastrous for her health, but for the first time in many years she faced the future alone with Will, because the presence and support of Cliff and Arthur had been interrupted by the war.
Courage and determination pushed Nella forward in pursuit of establishing personal freedom as well as coping with the burdens of war that occupied her days. Nella's writing clearly indicates that the war work she committed to was having beneficial effects for her physical well-being by occupying her days and keeping her thoughts distracted from the realities of war.
Wiener and Rosenwald theorized that recording one's chosen memories in a diary could aid in a self-progressive state. They noted:
Biographical memory saves our most promising projects of selftransformation, and new living action seeks to complete and extend these. The diary preserves both poles of the transformation. Like a screen memory, it contains a partial representation of that which was in need of mastery as well as the record of its overcoming. The reminders of the old frailty have been covered over with a chronicle of acquired fitness.
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Nella's diary entries are witness to the fact that in many ways the diarist used the technique described by Wiener and Rosenwald to record her troubled past with
Will, but she also wrote about positive actions she was taking with her voluntary work as well as her efforts to relinquish the Victorian enculturation she had received as a female child to obey unquestionably the teachings of an outdated patriarchal system. This endeavor empowered Nella at a time that was critical to her well-being as the stress of the war weighed heavily on the strained relationship between Nella and Will.
In response to a monthly directive by Mass-Observation on the topic of sex, Nella expounded on the traditional roles that women were expected to perform in Victorian Britain. In the Sunday, 15 June 1941 entry she wrote, "A woman was expected-and brought up-to obey, and we had not got far from the days of Victorian repression: men expected to be masters in matters widely to do with sex.
No woman was ever expected to be out, for instance, when her husband came in for a meal." 18 Nella's voluntary war-work had provided her with the opportunity to be a member of a group of women who had moved beyond many of the limitations women had suffered under the patriarchal system, and this encouraged Nella to act boldly in her own self-interest. The diarist commented on her progress with this matter in the Thursday, 14 March 1940, entry:
I reflected tonight on the changes the war had brought. I always used to worry and flutter round when I saw my husband working up for a mood; but now I just say calmly,' Really dear, you should try and act as if you were a grown man and not a child of ten, and if you want to be awkward, I shall go out -ALONE ! Nella's transformation from being homebound, to being a team member of a large workforce, to taking on managerial roles at the WVS canteen was testimony to the diarists' commitment to her self-development that she followed and documented in her diary with dedication. The woman who had suffered a complete nervous breakdown from severe repression was beginning to thrive on the opportunities that wartime offered women. Traditional restrictions that usually barred women from positions of leadership and male-dominated work was of necessity removed as women were forced out of the home and into the public sphere to aid in the war effort. The liberating conditions of wartime Britain presented the perfect opportunity for Nella to throw-off the domination of Will, and she came to realize her skills were indeed of value to other people. By accepting new challenges, she was laying the groundwork for the creation of political space that she was quickly building in her public life as well as her home life.
Nella's determination to move beyond Will's inclinations to make life decisions for her regardless of her personal preferences can be seen in the Friday, 22
November 1940 entry. Will had been admiring Nella's new permanent wave and he voiced his desire for her to always look the way she did, to never have to work, and to be dressed in fine garments that he knew she liked. Nella responded with a strong rebuttal saying:
I suppose you would only think I was putting a brave face on if I told you I'd sooner die than step into the frame you make for me. Do you know, my dear, that I've never known the content -at times, real happiness -that I've known since the war started? Because you always thought like that and were so afraid of 'doing things', you have at times been very cruel. Now my restless spirit is free, and I feel strength and endurance comes stronger with every effort. Well, I'm in rhythm now, instead of always fighting against things'-but stopped when I saw the hurt, surprised look on his face. He never realizes -and never could -that the years when I had to sit quiet and always do everything he liked, and never the things he did not, were slavery years of mind and body." Nella enthusiastically wrote, "Our shop is for the Prisoner of War Fund, so we may tap a fresh source of money. I've talked to everyone I know, and got lots of bits and bobs promised." 25 Nella's leadership skills were made apparent as she smoothly coordinated the work and led the management of the shop. In her spare time, she created her dollies, rag-babies, and rag-bunnies to be donated for auction for the funding of prisoner of war parcels as well as for supplies at 'the Centre.'
The Red Cross shop began to flourish under the creative imagination and energy that Nella generously directed to the project. Dedicated volunteers worked tirelessly by her side and followed her lead by helping to create a thriving business to gather money for the prisoners of war. Nella wrote in her diary Tuesday, 1
September 1942:
People are getting to know about us and will give us things, though they must be reminded constantly, and we must all make any toys or fancy articles for Christmas. But keep it open we must and shall. I've told all the helpers they have not to 'try', they have to do it, and all must beg and beg. A hundred pounds is a marvelous thing -two hundred parcels of hope and comfort to heartsick men. Who knows who will be the next man to need a parcel? Any of our menfolk who have gone overseas. No one could have realised what that little junk-shop has been to me. I loved it, and felt a blessing from every 10s we raised. It's not been always easy going. I've had a few fights, even if they were quiet ones. It grew and grew. We never knew the happiness we brought to the poor P.O.W.s, but could feel our work was worthwhile. I felt I was a soldier like my Cliff -and we will be demobbed about the same time. unwanted, repetitious and disturbing memories of the past, physical ailments produced by the memories such as nausea, pounding heart, muscle tension, guilt, shame, and feelings of being alienated. It is pertinent at this point to acknowledge that many of the symptoms associated with Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder were also the symptoms Nella suffered frequently and wrote about in her diary on a regular basis such as heart trouble, muscle tension, guilt, nausea, shame, and especially disturbing memories of past events as well as the feeling of being alienated.
Henke's findings led her to theorize that writing about trauma one was mother expressed her gratitude to Nella for the strength and support she had given the mothers in their volunteer group. Nella later that day wrote:
May God pity women ~ a poignant cry for us all. I look at Mrs. Hockey sometimes. I said to her one day,' My dear, you are an example to us all. I pray if I've ever to meet a trouble like you I can have your courage.' She said, 'You will never know how all your friendship and kindness in the room meant -and does mean to me. I feel I'm not alone. Just one, in a group of mothers, strained and anxious -but my strain is over.
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As the intensity of the war built, Nella's worry and fear for Cliff's safety grew, and her thoughts and feelings turned to the strength and courage the mothers in the volunteer group gave to each other during the war years. Thursday, 19 August 1943 the diarist expresses her sorrow for the women in her volunteer group:
My heart aches and, even in that small circle, the bravery and courage, the 'going on' when only sons have been killed, when letters don't come, when their boys are taught to fight like savages if they are commandoes~ when they are trained and trained and trained, for bodies to endure, and go and kill other women's lads, to wipe the light from other mothers faces.
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Nella's life-writing was helping her to pen down her deepest fears and face the awful possibilities of losing her sons as some of her co-workers had already experienced.
The war years slipped by, one upon another, Nella began to feel a sense of losing herself to the continual work, carnage, and effects of the war that reached into every facet of those on the battlefront and home-front. On Sunday, 31 October the diarist once again confides in her diary that she will not return to the life she lived before the war:
I love my home dearly, but as a home rather than a house. The latter can make a prison and a penance, if a woman makes too much of a fetish of cleaning and polishing. But I will not, cannot, go back to the narrowness of my husband's 'I don't want anyone else's company but yours -why do you want anyone else?' I looked at his placid, blank face and marvelled at the way he had managed to dominate me for all our married life, at how, to avoid hurting him, I had tried to keep him in a good mood, when a smacked head would have been the best treatment. His petulant moods only receive indifference now. I know I speak sharply at times, I know I'm 'not the sweet woman I used to be' -but then I never was! Rather was I a frayed, battered thing, with nerves kept in control by effort that at times became too much, and 'nervous breakdowns' were the result. No one would ever give me one again, no one.
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It is apparent that Nella's diary entries she so faithfully recorded was not merely from a standpoint of "dutiful active citizenship" or simply from the perspective of "looking for meaning and purpose" in her life as Hinton had theorized of most Mass-Observation writers. 37 More accurately, when reading Nella's diary, one can witness the diarist sharing victories she had claimed through volunteer work, as well as intimate, personal details with a confidant, a companion, and perhaps in a way that "close woman friend" she had wished for the first day she wrote in her diary in 1939.
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Nella had been dedicated to her war-work and volunteerism for many reasons.
Hospital Supply supervisors, the head of WVS, Red Cross organizers as well as co-workers recognized Nella's talent and abilities that she had been unaware of prior to the war. Their appreciation of her contribution bolstered Nella's selfimage and helped to build a feeling of independence she had never experienced before. Nella's creative energy, perseverance, and determination to do anything to help in the war cause inspired her colleagues at a time when they needed it most.
Clearly, the work and selfless acts of Nella and the women volunteers she worked with in the war cause could not be attributed merely to a "testimony either to the long after-life of Victorian notions of 'character', or as skirmishes in a struggle for female equality in the intimate sphere," as suggested by Hinton. 39 Rather, this was a network of women sharing their strengths and weaknesses, and their hopes and sorrows in bold actions for survival.
The diarist accomplished all she set out to do at the beginning of the war. She survived the terror and destruction of the war and managed through bold efforts to avoid another nervous breakdown. Cliff had been wounded, but recuperated, and both beloved sons came home safely. Arthur married and presented Nella and Will with two grandchildren. Nella acquired the political space in her marriage she desired through volunteerism and Mass-Observation writing; but remained by Will's side the rest of their life as she said was her duty to do. She also kept the promise she made to Cliff. In the Thursday, 9 January 1941 entry Nella wrote that Cliff said, "Don't change dearie -ever-fight hard against changing." One of Nella's greatest ambitions was to write books, she said, "I've written enough letters to fill a few books -in words -and the boys tell me I've given them more pleasure than if I'd written best-sellers!" 42 Dorothy Sheridan, MassObservation archivist at the University of Sussex, writes of the collection of papers that survived the war:
When the collection reached Sussex, it was in poor physical condition -the papers were trussed up in dusty old folders with string and perished elastic bands. They had been ravaged by mice and different sorts of fungi and eroded by rusty paper clips. Considering their history, which included the London Blitz and several moves on the backs of lorries, not to mention a flood or two; it is surprising that so much actually did survive.
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The woman known as Housewife 49, because she was forty-nine-years-old when the war began and when she started writing for Mass-Observation, continued to reach her goals even after her death. All of the diary entries and written materials the diarist had devotedly written in times of stress and great peril were compiled, and as Nella Last had predicted she had indeed written two books, Nella Last's War and Nella Last's Peace.
